A medieval French proverb, "Len ne connoist pas les genz aus drapiaus" ("One cannot recognize people by their clothes"), is very apt in the case of an early fourteenth-century Flemish statue that has recently been added to the Cloisters collection. For at least a hundred years this fine and rare painted wooden figure has been called the beggar saint, Alexis, though it wears the crown and habit of a king.
patron saint of another building.
The style of the statue is not inconsistent with this place of origin, for the treatment of drapery and hair is typical of Flemish sculpture of the first quarter of the fourteenth century. But it is also allied to lower-and middle-Rhenish works, as there was a strong common feeling in style along the entire length of the Rhine in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Similar conceptions are found from Switzerland down the Rhine to Cologne and into Flanders and Holland, as well as farther east in Germany. The face of our statue is like that of the Saint Catherine in the church of Saint Leonard at Leau, and similar treatment of hair is found in the oak masks from the Salle Echevinale of Ypres, now in the Ypres Museum. The reliquary crystal set in the center of the chest of our figure was a favorite feature of the period and may be seen on the Saint Catherine of Leau, a seated Flemish Virgin of the late thirteenth century from Oignies, which is in the Metropolitan Museum, and the statue of Saint Leonard at Leau, which has no less than fifteen applied crystals.
In I864 the Grand Beguinage lent the statue, with the label "Saint Alexis," to an exhibition of medieval religious art at Malines. Alexis was the son of a rich fifth-century Roman citizen, who decided on his wedding day to abjure his wealthy life. He ran away to the Syrian desert, where he lived as an ascetic for seventeen years. 
